








Abstract:	 Through	 an	 exploration	 of	 two	 classical	 religious	 texts,	 one	 Christian,	 the	
other	Hindu,	this	paper	explores	the	potential	for	interreligious	dialogue	made	possible	
by	 the	 stance	of	Vatican	 II	 towards	other	 religious	 traditions.	 It	 examines	 the	 further	
advances	made	 in	 this	area	and	 the	growing	anxieties	 surrounding	 this	 topic	 through	
various	Vatican	documents.	 It	argues	 that	perhaps	now	 is	not	 the	 time	 for	 systematic	
theological	 conclusions	 about	 other	 religious	 traditions,	 but	 for	more	 patient	mutual	
learning	to	occur	across	traditions.		
Key	 Words:	 Vatican	 II;	 interreligious	 dialogue;	 Nostra	 Aetate;	 Song	 of	 Songs;	
Hinduism;	Dominus	Iesus		
n	 the	 following	 pages	 I	 reflect	 on	 where	 we	 are	 in	 the	 Church	 regarding	
interreligious	dialogue,	as	the	fiftieth	anniversary	of	Vatican	II	dawns.	Although	I	do	
not	ambition	to	say	anything	new,	or	very	specific,	about	the	Council	itself,	I	will	highlight	
some	key	 features	of	 the	great	change	that	 took	place	and	came	to	create	and	shape	the	
situation	in	which	I	studied	and	have	worked	as	a	professor	and	scholar	all	these	years.	In	
the	same	way,	 I	am	also	 interested	 in	how	the	situation	affects	—	focuses,	constrains	—
	the	work	we	do	in	the	field	of	 interreligious	learning,	how	we	have	been	affected	by	the	
opportunities	and	challenges	arising	with	the	Council.	I	will	leave	the	larger	picture	to	the	
histories,	 and	 simply	 use	 my	 own	 learning	 and	 writing	 as	 an	 example	 that	 captures	
something	of	 the	 larger	panorama.	For	I	believe	that	the	 larger	historical	story	 is	vividly	
manifest	in	the	detail	of	the	choices	we	make.	The	starting	point	for	interreligious	learning	
is	 small‐scale	 and	 close‐up,	 primarily	 and	 preferably	 in	 the	 study	 of	 texts.	 It	 could	 be	
Buddhist	or	Muslim,	Jewish	or	Native	American,	or	some	other	tradition.	For	me,	it	is	been	
the	Hindu.	But	in	all	such	cases,	it	is	a	learning	manifesting	the	insight	that	being	Catholic	
means	 crossing	 the	 boundary.	 Being	Catholic	means	 going	deep	 into	 the	 other,	 and	 this	
occurs	best	in	the	particular.	
	
My	 example	 is	 specific,	 as	 I	 will	 be	 reflecting	 on	 the	 book	 I	 am	 finishing	 at	 the	
moment,	 His	 Hiding	 Place	 Is	 Darkness.2	 In	 this	 book	 I	 read	 the	 Song	 of	 Songs	 with	 its	
medieval	commentators,	along	with	some	Hindu	mystical	poetry	from	South	India,	with	its	
medieval	 commentators.	 I	 use	 it	 as	 a	marker	 of	 the	 times,	 the	 epoch	 in	 which	we	 find	
ourselves	 in	 2012.	 I	 will	 use	 the	 book	 to	 chart	 a	 course	 through	 the	 past	 fifty	 years	 of	
																																																													
1 This is a revised version of a presentation given at the Australian Catholic Theological Association on July 6, 2012. 
A still earlier version was given as the Loyola Lecture at Le Moyne College, Syracuse, New York, on March 14, 
2012. 
2 Forthcoming, Stanford University Press. 
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beautiful	 book	of	 the	Bible,	 love	poetry	 that	 tells,	 indeed	enacts,	 the	 story	of	 this	 young	
woman	 and	 her	 beloved,	 their	 moments	 of	 intense	 union,	 their	 separations	 and	 her	
several	 searches	 for	 him.	 It	 shows	 us	 human	 love	 in	 all	 its	 frailty,	 the	 fragility	 of	 being	
together	and	being	apart,	seeking	one	another,	having	moments	of	unity	and	then	it	falling	









What	has	 interested	me	 in	particular	 in	 the	Song	are	 the	moments	of	 search,	 loss,	






























down	 by	 them,	 left	 on	 the	 ground.	 But	 suddenly,	 the	 women	 of	 the	 city	 appear	 out	 of	
nowhere,	in	the	middle	of	the	night,	in	the	dark	and	they	say	to	her,	well	tell	us	about	your	














the	 beds	 of	 spices,	 to	 pasture	 his	 flock	 in	 the	 gardens,	 and	 to	 gather	 lilies.	 I	 am	my	
beloved’s	and	my	beloved	is	mine;	he	pastures	his	flock	among	the	lilies.	(Song	6.1‐3)	
	
Such	 passages	 captivate	 me	 for	 the	 insights	 they	 offer,	 for	 the	 expectations	 they	
raise,	 and	 even	 for	 their	 ambiguity,	 for	 they	 leave	 open	 an	 imaginative	 space	 that	 we	
ourselves	 must	 fill.	 He	 and	 she	 do	 indeed	 love	 one	 another,	 but	 they	 keep	 losing	 one	







have	 been	 reading	 the	 Song	with	 the	 commentary/sermons	 of	 St.	 Bernard	 of	 Clairvaux,	
Gilbert	 of	Hoyland,	 and	 John	of	 Forde.	 These	 are	medieval	 Cistercian	monks	who	 found	
that	 the	song	 is	not	simply	a	historical	account	or	 lovely	poetry	or	a	 theory	about	God’s	
presence	but	wonderfully	instructive	about	what	God	and	the	relation	of	God	to	humans	is.	
And	 so	 they	 gave	 very	 many	 sermons	 on	 the	 Song,	 taking	 each	 word	 seriously.	 Their	
reading	 tells	 us	 about	what	 spiritual	 progress	 is	 like,	what	 it	means	 to	 look	 for	 God.	 In	
their	view,	everything	that	the	woman	goes	through,	the	absences	as	well	as	the	moments	
of	 presence,	 are	 intrinsic	 to	 her	 experience	 of	 God.	 Bernard	 and	 his	 successors	 are	
representative	of	the	tradition	to	which	we	belong.	We	need	not	and	ought	not	forget	such	
deep	learning	in	the	face	of	religious	diversity,	for	their	sermons	teach	us	how	to	go	deep,	















or	 also,	 someone	 for	 whom	 we	 need	 to	 search.	 These	 medieval	 commentators	 did	 not	
neglect	 the	 intensity	 of	 divine	 presence	 and	 absence,	 they	 did	 not	 settle	 for	 history	 or	
literary	 matters.	 Nor	 were	 their	 sermons	 a	 (poor)	 substitute	 for	 systematic	 theology.	






have	 also	 realized	 that	 I	 need	 to	write	 interreligious	 openness	 into	my	work,	 bring	 the	
religious	 “other”	 inside	 it,	 during	 a	 project	 and	 not	 just	 after	 reflection	 on	 Christian	
tradition.	 For	 this,	 I	 need	 to	 cross	 the	 uncertain,	 even	 closed	 borders	 by	 also	 studying	
another	tradition	in	a	way	very	much	like	the	way	I	would	study	my	own	tradition.	From	






Tamil‐speaking	 area,	 in	 particular	 I	 have	 been	 reading	 great	 texts	 of	 the	 Srivaisnava	
community,	which	worships	Shri	as	the	Goddess	and	Vishnu	as	the	great	God.	Beginning	in	





specific	 temples,	 and	 retell	 the	 story	of	human	 love.	He	dedicates	 about	nearly	 thirty	of	
those	hundred	songs	to	a	voice	of	the	young	woman	in	love.	Like	the	woman	in	the	Song,	


































great	 commentators	 of	 the	 Srivaisnava	 Hindu	 tradition	 of	 the	 13th	 and	 14th	 centuries,	
Tirukurukkai	Piran	Pillan	and	Nanjiyar,	his	student	Nampillai,	and	so	too	his,	Periyavaccan	
Pillai	 and	 Vatakkutiruviti	 Pillai.	 Like	 Bernard	 and	 his	 successors,	 with	 great	 reverence	
these	commentators	too	meditate	on	her	words	and	disclose	great	depths	of	meaning	 in	
them.	They	too	are	my	teachers,	showing	me	how	they	have	read	her	words,	and	drawing	




In	 both	 traditions,	 the	 same	 crisis	 of	 love	 erupts,	 counter	 to	 the	 way	 either	
tradition’s	theology	predicts	that	things	should	work	out,	if	God	is	ever	faithful,	true,	and	
present.	In	both,	the	issue	is	neither	faith	nor	unfaith,	nor	whether	God	exists	or	does	not	
exist.	 In	 both,	 our	 experience	 of	 God	 is	 always	 going	 to	 be	 filtered	 in	 part	 through	 this	
pattern	of	coming	and	going,	this	finding	and	not	finding.	Reading	these	texts	together	in	a	




















to	 do	 theology,	 we	 can	 intensify	 our	 own	 spiritual	 and	 theological	 traditions	 in	 taking	




context	 in	which	 I	have	ended	up	writing	 this	book	 in	 this	way.	Of	 interest	 then,	 in	 this	
context,	is	how	it	is	that	I	came	to	write	this	kind	of	book,	decades	after	the	Council. 
 
First,	 it	 is	 important	 to	 take	 stock,	 and	understand	what	 is	 not	 the	 case.	 I	 am	not	
aiming	at	a	theoretical	explanation	of	the	religions.	My	work	is	not	merely	positive,	just	as	
it	 is	 not	 merely	 negative.	 Getting	 into	 it,	 so	 to	 speak,	 is	 the	 point,	 not	 any	 particular	
conclusion.	There	is	really	no	generalization	to	follow	from	this	book,	not	even	a	denial	of	




speak	 from	outside,	but	 there	 is	no	requirement	 that	one	do	so,	and	 the	point	has	 to	be	
made	by	someone,	that	speaking‐inside	has	its	enduring	value	and	is	in	fact	more	timely	
today.	 All	 this	 is	 written	 in	 response	 to	 and	 after	 a	 far	more	 expressive	 and	 capacious	
poetry,	 but	 my	 writing	 is	 not	 poetry.	 I	 would	 like	 to	 think	 of	 it	 as	 prose	 chastened	 by	
poetry,	 opened	 up,	 held	 back	 from	 smooth	 conclusions,	 and	 still	 sensitive	 to	 multiple	
meanings	even	on	its	last	page.	Even	as	a	Catholic	theology,	it	does	not	lead	to	a	systematic	





change	 has	 always	 been	 in	 the	 air,	 be	 it	 welcomed	 or	 distrusted.	 I	 am	 old	 enough	 to	
remember	 vividly	 the	 Church	 before	 the	 Council,	 and	 young	 enough	 to	 see	 the	 Church	





One	of	 the	 founding	statements	of	 interreligious	energies	of	our	era	was	of	course	
Nostra	 Aetate	 (1965).	 A	 document	 with	 its	 own	 extraordinary	 history	 and	 original	














Indeed, she proclaims, and ever must proclaim Christ “the way, the truth, and the life” (John 
14:6), in whom humans may find the fullness of religious life, in whom God has reconciled all 
things to Himself. (NA 2) 
 
This	passage	—	not	alone	of	 course,	but	 in	keeping	with	all	 that	 the	Council	 said	 in	 this	
regard	 —	 opened	 the	 way	 for	 a	 whole	 different	 attitude	 in	 the	 Church	 toward	 other	
religions.	 Texts	 like	 this	 gave	 permission	 to	 Catholics	 to	 develop	 a	 new	 and	 non‐
threatening	attitude	toward	other	religions.	It	became	acceptable	to	say,	even	with	some	
reserve	—	Nostra	 Aetate	 is	 cautious,	 after	 all	 —	 that	 the	 light	 of	 Christ’s	 truth	 shines	
everywhere,	arising	deep	within	religions	too.	One	can	look	for	that	radiance	and	rejoice	in	
it.	The	Church	 found	 that	 it	 had	no	 reason	 to	 turn	away	 from	 that	 truth,	 or	be	afraid	of	
where	God	speaks	in	the	world.	God	is	present,	shining	forth,	in	other	religions,	which	are	
not	merely	demonic	constructions	or	rivals	to	the	Church.	Openness	and	welcome	become	





practical	efforts	 to	 foster	dialogue,	 the	1991	document	Dialogue	and	Proclamation	 (from	
the	Pontifical	Council	 for	 Interreligious	Dialogue)	 consolidated	 this	openness.	 It	 insisted	
that	both	proclamation	of	the	Gospel	and	a	Christian	engagement	in	religious	dialogue	are	






Evangelization	 does	 not	 only	 entail	 the	 possibility	 of	 enrichment	 for	 those	 who	 are	
evangelized;	it	is	also	an	enrichment	for	the	one	who	does	the	evangelizing,	as	well	as	
for	 the	 entire	 Church.	 For	 example,	 in	 the	 process	 of	 inculturation,	 “the	 universal	
Church	herself	is	enriched	with	forms	of	expression	and	values	in	the	various	sectors	of	
Christian	life…	She	comes	to	know	and	to	express	better	the	mystery	of	Christ,	all	the	






The	 Second	 Vatican	 Council,	 after	 having	 affirmed	 the	 right	 and	 the	 duty	 of	 every	

















Evangelization	 does	 not	 only	 entail	 the	 possibility	 of	 enrichment	 for	 those	 who	 are	
evangelized;	it	is	also	an	enrichment	for	the	one	who	does	the	evangelizing,	as	well	as	





This	 is	 an	 immeasurable	 change	 in	 the	 emphasis	 and	 perhaps	 even	 substance	 of	 the	
Church’s	 attitude	 toward	 the	 world	 around	 us:	 to	 be	 Catholic	 need	 not	 come	 down	 to	
choosing	 between	 openness	 and	 rootedness,	 but	 one	 must	 rather	 be	 learning	 a	 skilful	
balance	of	depth	and	openness.		
	
I	 cannot	 help	 but	 note	 a	 short	 passage	 from	 “our	 Mission	 and	 Interreligious	
Dialogue,”	a	key	document	of	the	Jesuit	34th	General	Congregation	(1995):	
	
An	 open	 and	 sincere	 interreligious	 dialogue	 is	 our	 cooperation	 with	 God’s	 ongoing	








which	 attempts	 to	 go	 deep	 into	 the	 Bible	 and	medieval	 tradition,	 and	 likewise	 into	 the	
wisdom	 of	 another	 tradition.	 Let	 me	 quickly	 add	 that	 I	 too	 can	 readily	 admit	 that	 the	









North	 American.	 With	 such	 images	 in	 mind,	 we	 can	 think	 about	 how	 the	 Church	 has	
changed	over	the	past	fifty	years	and	come	to	be	recognized	as	a	global	Church.	Even	if	the	
Vatican	is	still	the	centre	of	the	Church,	and	even	if	the	majority	of	cardinals	are	still	from	
the	West,	 nevertheless,	 there	 is	 a	 recognition	 that	most	 Catholics	 live	 outside	 the	West,	
																																																													
6 “Our Mission and Interreligious Dialogue,” 1995, citing, John Paul II, “Address to the Leaders of non-Christian 
Religions,” Madras, February 5, 1986 (AAS 78 [1986], p. 769 f.) 




and	 indeed	 below	 the	 Equator.	 In	 the	 decades	 after	 the	 Council,	 it	 became	 increasingly	
clear	 that	 the	 Church	 is	 growing	 and	 thriving	 in	 parts	 of	 the	 world	 far	 from	 the	West.	
Vatican	II	was	giving	us	permission	too	to	open	the	doors	to	a	wider	world,	but	at	the	same	
time,	the	Church	had	to	catch	up	with	the	fact	that	it	was	becoming	a	Church	that	no	longer	






It	would	have	been	one	 thing	 if	 the	Church	was	 changing,	but	 also	 controlling	 the	
change,	in	a	relatively	predictable	and	stable	world.	But	in	a	way	that	by	now	surprises	no	
one,	 changes	 in	 the	 Church	 took	 place	 in	 a	 changing	 world,	 and	 were	 accentuated	 by	
changes	in	the	world	around	us.	The	religions	too	changed	—	or	rather	shifted	—	in	ways	
the	Council	 did	 not	 predict:	 the	people	 of	 those	 other	 religions	 also	 arrived	here,	 in	 the	
countries	of	the	West.	If	I	may	speak	for	a	moment	from	an	American	perspective:	in	1962	
or	so,	to	the	average	American,	the	people	of	other	religions	seemed	far	away	—	primarily	




openness,	 perhaps	 the	 bishops	 did	 not	 understand	 how	 far‐reaching	 and	 nearby	 those	
religions	 would	 be,	 even	 in	 traditionally	 Christian	 countries.	 In	 this	 new	 situation,	 the	
“other	 religions”	 could	no	 longer	be	 thought	 of	 as	 tidily	 far	 away,	 in	places	 that	we	 can	
choose	 to	 visit	 or	 not,	 as	 it	 suits	 our	 purposes.	 That	 they	 are	 here	 as	well	 changes	 the	
dynamic.	We	have,	in	a	good	sense,	lost	control	of	where	we	encounter	the	other.	It	can	no	
longer	 be	 a	 Christian	 America	 or	 Europe	 or	 Australia	—	 to	 which	 then	 other	 religions	
elsewhere	are	added	or	visited.	We	do	not	 live	 in	cultures	 that	can	be	determined	 to	be	
Christian	in	a	fixed	and	lasting	way.	If	you	want	to	meet	people	of	other	religions,	you	just	
walk	 down	 the	 street;	 if	 you	want	 to	 do	 Zen	 or	 Yoga,	 you	 find	 the	 possibilities	 in	 your	
neighbourhood.	 If	 you	want	 to	 experience	 how	people	 pray	 in	 a	mosque,	 you	 can	 go	 in	
town	 and	 you’ll	 find	 a	 mosque	 on	 Friday,	 where	 you	 can	 observe	 or	 even	 join	 in	 that	
prayer.	 This	 change	 is	 of	 interest	 theologically,	 but	 also	 practically,	 since	 people	 of	 the	
other	traditions	are	very	present	in	our	daily	lives,	in	business,	in	healthcare,	in	education,	
on	 our	 campuses.	 All	 of	 this	 intensified	 and	 made	 all	 the	 more	 necessary,	 and	 even	




Even	 the	 quantity	 and	 quality	 of	 what	 we	 know	 has	 changed.	 Our	 potential	 for	
knowledge	 of	 each	 and	 every	 tradition	 has	 grown	 incredibly.	 Information	 about	 these	
traditions	is	easily	available.	Books	coming	out	every	year	deepen	and	complicate	how	we	
might	 think	 about	 other	 religious	 traditions.	 Nobody	who	 has	 any	 time	 to	 read	 has	 an	
excuse	for	a	simplistic	or	caricatured	view	of	other	religions.	All	of	us	can	and	should	know	
so	much	more	about	other	religions	than	we	did	before.	The	scope	of	possible	knowledge	





And	how	 we	 know	 has	 changed:	 our	 knowledge	 and	 rules	 about	 knowledge	 have	
themselves	become	more	complicated,	and	sensitivity	to	issues	of	politics	and	power	have	
accentuated	 suspicions	 about	 how	 we	 know	 and	 how	 we	 fix	 and	 make	 use	 of	 our	
knowledge.	The	fact	of	religious	diversity	convinces	many	that	religious	truths	can	only	be	
relative	truths.	The	search	for	historical	truths	has	become,	in	the	popular	imagination,	a	
rival	 to	 settled	 traditions,	 as	 it	 uncovers	 the	 power	 and	 politics	 underlying	 their	







the	winners	 in	 difficult	 debates,	who	 by	 their	 victories	 are	 able	 to	 decide	who	 is	 to	 be	




boundaries	 and	 questioning	 the	 means	 of	 knowledge	 and	 the	 authority	 structures	 that	
would	ascertain	what	was	true	and	real.	My	turn	to	poetry	in	His	Hiding	Place	is	Darkness	
is	 in	part	a	strategy	by	which	to	destabilize	some	of	 the	built‐in	power	structures	of	our	
Western	 and	 Christian	 ways	 of	 knowing,	 giving	 new	 priority	 to	 the	 imagination,	 the	
dramatic,	and	the	participatory.	
	
As	 real	 concerns	 multiply	 in	 an	 atmosphere	 of	 hyper‐sensitivity,	 the	 questioning	
could	 go	 too	 far,	 when	 every	 question	 could	 be	 asked	 but	 none	 ever	 answered	 to	
everyone’s	 satisfaction.	This	new	 intellectual	 climate	 is	 irreversible,	 and	 to	 an	extent	 all	
the	 tough	questions	are	salutary	correctives,	real	and	 important.	But	such	changes	were	
not	 well‐anticipated	 at	 the	 time	 of	 the	 Council,	 and	 perhaps	 few	 realized	 how	 a	 new	
openness	 in	 the	 Church	 just	 at	 the	 time	 when	 everything	 was	 being	 opened	 up	 and	
examined	with	a	critical	eye	would	affect	the	Church	on	the	inside,	unsettling	our	theology	
and	 philosophy,	 calling	 into	 question	 our	 apprehension	 of	 the	 truths	 and	 values	 of	 our	
traditions.	My	goal,	in	reading	the	Song	and	the	Holy	Word	of	Mouth	together,	is	to	find	a	
way,	through	poetry	and	commentary,	to	get	beyond	our	suspicions	for	the	moment,	to	a	





And	so	right	away,	 in	 the	rich	and	expansive	era	of	 the	post‐conciliar	Church,	 there	was	
sure	to	be	a	pushback,	new	ecclesial	scepticism	about	the	value	of	the	manner	and	pace	of	
change.	 The	 new	 questioning	 and	 new	 pluralism	 provoked	 a	 conservative	 reaction.	 It	
would	clearly	be	misleading	were	I	to	say	to	you	that	the	past	fifty	years	have	been	simply	
the	benign	opening	of	windows	in	the	Church.	We	need	also	to	take	into	account	another	





can	 go	 in	 being	 open,	 in	 not‐judging,	 without	 falling	 into	 a	 kind	 of	 relativism.	 In	 a	
postcolonial	 discourse,	 there	 is	 really	 no	 limit	 to	 what	 can	 be	 questioned,	 and	 as	
academics,	 theologians	ask	 the	 tough	questions.	 If	 so,	 then	 in	a	more	suspicious	Church,	
asking	questions	to	which	the	answers	are	not	already	known,	or	studying	texts	of	which	
the	 significance	 is	 not	 already	 clear,	 may	 be	 viewed	 with	 suspicion.	 The	 question	 of	
boundaries	is	politicized,	and	openness	to	other	religions	has	come	to	be	taken	as	a	sign	of	
being	 too	 liberal.	 If	 we	 turn	 to	 the	 issue	 of	 religious,	 we	 can	 observe	 that	 some	 of	 the	
pushback	against	too	much	openness	is	from	people	who	have	little	familiarity	with	other	
religions.	 Some	 fear	 that	 if	 you	 are	open	 to	other	 religions,	 the	 charge	 is,	 you	are	 less	 a	
Catholic,	or	if	you	keep	talking	about	Nostra	Aetate	as	encouraging	openness	to	the	other,	
you	 are	 actually	watering	 down	 the	 faith.	 In	 this	 context,	Hinduism	 and	Buddhism,	 and	
openness	 to	 them,	 become	 political	 footballs,	 testing	 grounds	 for	 different	 versions	 of	
Catholic	fidelity.	The	theology	of	religions	may	be	about	other	religions,	but	its	intellectual	
inquiry	 turns	 out	 also	 to	 be	 a	 battlefield	 inside	 the	 Church,	 about	 how	 relativistic,	 how	
open‐minded,	how	liberal	or	traditionalist	we	should	be.	This	too	has	been	the	history	of	
the	 past	 fifty	 years.	 One	 might	 argue	 that	 the	 fear	 of	 secular	 culture,	 hyper‐critical	
analyses,	questioning	that	pushes	too	far,	are	not	just	Catholic	fears,	for	these	are	the	fears	









Certainly,	 the	 various	 religious	 traditions	 contain	 and	 offer	 religious	 elements	which	
come	from	God,	and	which	are	part	of	what	“the	Spirit	brings	about	 in	human	hearts	
and	 in	 the	 history	 of	 peoples,	 in	 cultures,	 and	 religions.”8	 Indeed,	 some	 prayers	 and	
rituals	of	 the	other	religions	may	assume	a	role	of	preparation	for	the	Gospel,	 in	 that	
they	are	occasions	or	pedagogical	helps	 in	which	 the	human	heart	 is	prompted	 to	be	
open	to	the	action	of	God.	(21)	
	








Though	 they	 contain	 elements	 that	 come	 “from	 God,”	 they	 lack	 “a	 divine	 origin.”	 Their	






8 RM 29. 
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of	 demons.	 You	 cannot	 partake	 of	 the	 table	 of	 the	 Lord	 and	 the	 table	 of	 demons.	 (I	
Corinthians	10.20‐21,	NRSV)	
	
This	 text	 surely	would	 not	 have	 been	 quoted	 for	 this	 purpose	 in	 the	 days	 of	 Vatican	 II.	
While	I	do	not	think	we	can	conclude	that	Dominus	Iesus	thereby	manifest	sheer	hostility	






attitude	 of	 understanding	 and	 a	 relationship	 of	 mutual	 knowledge	 and	 reciprocal	
enrichment,	in	obedience	to	the	truth	and	with	respect	for	freedom.	(DI	2)	
	
On	 the	 other,	 a	 great	 caution	 has	 crept	 in,	 that	 makes	 dialogue	 in	 any	 ordinary	 sense	
nearly	impossible:	
“Because	 she	 believes	 in	 God's	 universal	 plan	 of	 salvation,	 the	 Church	 must	 be	
missionary.”9	Inter‐religious	dialogue,	therefore,	as	part	of	her	evangelizing	mission,	is	
just	 one	 of	 the	 actions	 of	 the	 Church	 in	 her	 mission	 ad	 gentes.	 Equality,	 which	 is	 a	
presupposition	 of	 inter‐religious	dialogue,	 refers	 to	 the	 equal	 personal	 dignity	 of	 the	
parties	in	dialogue,	not	to	doctrinal	content,	nor	even	less	to	the	position	of	Jesus	Christ	
—	who	is	God	himself	made	man	—	in	relation	to	the	founders	of	the	other	religions.	
Indeed,	 the	 Church,	 guided	 by	 charity	 and	 respect	 for	 freedom,	 must	 be	 primarily	
committed	to	proclaiming	to	all	people	the	truth	definitively	revealed	by	the	Lord,	and	
to	 announcing	 the	 necessity	 of	 conversion	 to	 Jesus	 Christ	 and	 of	 adherence	 to	 the	






complicated	 interreligious	 world,	 is	 also	 to	 be	 tinged	 with	 doubt	 and	 hesitation.	
Interreligious	 learning	 is	 caught	 up	 in	 hesitations	 and	 suspicions	 about	where	 dialogue	
might	lead.	
	
In	 this	 context,	 theological	 clarity	 on	 other	 religions,	 systematically	 worked	 out,	
seems	all	the	more	elusive.	As	a	theologian	and	in	this	context,	I	have	thought	a	great	deal	
about	 the	2001	“Notification	Relative	 to	 the	Book	Of	 Jacques	Dupuis,	Toward	a	Christian	
Theology	Of	Religious	Pluralism.”	This	document	questions	in	general	terms	the	theology	of	




other	 religions.	 He	 did	 so	 by	 drawing	 on	 distinctions	 basic	 to	 Catholic	 doctrine	 for	
millennia:	Jesus,	the	Christ,	the	Word,	the	Son,	and	the	Spirit.	Such	distinctions,	which	are	
not	 divisions	 or	 separations,	 serve	 as	 the	 vocabulary	 at	 the	 disposal	 of	 the	 Church	 in	
																																																													
9 Catechism of the Catholic Church, 851. 
10 See Francis X. Clooney, SJ, “Dominus Iesus and the Practice of Interreligious Learning,” in Sic et Non: 




expert	 and	most	 honest	 effort	 to	 get	 the	 tradition	 straight	 by	 drawing	 in	 tradition,	 the	
judgment	seems	to	suggest	that	no	such	effort	to	get	right	the	Christian	relation	to	other	
religions	will	 really	work.	 Safer	 is	 a	 return	 to	an	older	and	more	ambiguous	 “both/and”	
position	 that	 asserts	 God’s	 universal	 love	 alongside	 an	 insistence	 on	 the	 unique	 saving	
power	 of	 Christ,	 without	 entirely	 explaining	 how	 the	 two	 are	 related.	 This	 “both/and”	
dampens	hopes	about	the	work	of	theologians	and	experts	in	dialogue.		
	
From	my	perspective,	 given	 the	abundance	of	new	possibilities	 inside	and	outside	
the	Church,	and	the	new	prevalent	cautiousness,	 it	appeared	to	me	that	nothing	 is	 to	be	
gained	 by	 trying	 simply	 to	 write	 a	 better	 theology	 of	 religions,	 even	 if	 one	 devoted	





a	book	very	different	 from	 the	work	of	Dupuis,	 and	 in	 it	 I	hardly	 touch	on	 the	 issues	 to	
which	he	so	deeply	devoted	himself.	 I	have	stepped	aside	from	the	theology	of	religions,	







words,	 and	 bring	 into	 being	 what	 it	 means	 to	 be	 a	 Catholic	 intellectual	 within	 the	
constraints	 of	 the	 Church	 fifty	 years	 after	 the	 Council.	 Large	 questions	 remain,	 but	 the	
maxim	is	true:	solvitur	ambulando.	The	point	is	to	be	able	to	do	this	very	intentionally	and	
specifically	 in	a	religiously	diverse	world	 that	 is	growing	more	and	not	 less	diverse,	and	
where	 the	 foundations	 of	 sure	 knowledge	 are	 contested,	 under	 debate	—	and	 to	 enter	
upon	that	world	without	being	paralyzed	by	the	great	issues	of	our	day.	We	thus	need	to	
be	 able	 to	 write	with	 a	 greater	 agility,	 in	 a	way	 that	we	 do	 keep	 the	 faith	 but	without	
betraying	the	heritage	of	Vatican	II.	His	Hiding	Place	is	Darkness	is	a	way	to	do	this,	and	in	






















before	 us	 in	 our	 era.	 In	 fact,	 both	 the	 Song	 and	 the	Holy	Word	 (as	 far	 as	 the	woman	 is	
concerned)	 conclude	 with	 a	 certain	 openness	 that	 is	 also	 an	 ambiguity	 regarding	 the	
sequel,	what	happens	in	the	long	run	to	the	woman	and	her	beloved.	
	



























I	 keep	 saying	 all	 this	 and	 my	 soul	 burns	 inside	 me:	 more	 than	 heaven	 you	 prefer	
herding	cows	—	Your	lips	full	and	red,	O	smiling	cowherd	God.	(Holy	Word,	X.3.1,	10)	
 













Both	 the	 Song	 and	 the	 woman’s	 songs	 in	 the	Holy	Word	 conclude	 in	 uncertainty,	
reminding	us	not	to	pin	down	the	things	of	the	Spirit.	However	we	seek	after	God,	God	will	






Meditating	 on	 the	 Song	 and	 the	 Holy	Word	 urges	 us	 to	 greater	 love	 but	 also	 to	
equanimity	in	the	face	of	the	beloved’s	ambiguity.	For	a	Christian	reader,	these	uncertain	
endings	 may	 well	 intensify	 our	 commitment	 to	 Jesus,	 the	 beloved.	 A	 Hindu	 may	 be	
inspired	to	a	more	absolute,	unconditioned	love	for	Krishna.	But	neither	love	inures	one	us	









of	 Vatican	 II,	 without	 going	 too	 far	 into	 a	 relativism	 that	 would	 lose	 sight	 of	 Christian	
particularity.	 Such	words	 are	 inconclusive,	 and	 thus	well	 best	 suited	 to	 the	 situation	 in	
which	 we	 find	 ourselves	 fifty	 years	 after	 the	 Council.	 The	 Council	 opened	 up	 many	
possibilities,	 and	 its	message	became	 implicated	 in	 a	whole	 series	 of	 changes	 in	Church	
and	 society	 that	 had	 greater	 effects	 than	 anyone	 had	 anticipated.	 Even	 as	 many	 doors	
were	 opened,	 some	 were	 soon	 shut	 again,	 some	 needed	 to	 be	 shut,	 but	 some	 were	
prematurely	 closed	 out	 of	 fear	 of	 losing	 control.	 This	 may	 not	 be	 the	 age	 of	 great	
theological	 syntheses,	 and	 kind	 of	 double	 reading	 I	 have	 described	 is,	 I	 propose,	 a	 very	
good	 post‐Vatican	 II	 way	 of	 remaining	 faithful	 to	 the	 heritage	 of	 the	 Council	 while	 yet	
getting	around	and	beyond	some	of	 the	 roadblocks	and	dead‐ends	 that	have	become	all	
the	clearer	in	the	Council’s	aftermath.	It	is,	as	it	were,	a	quest	to	lose	control	of	things,	deep	














12 This paragraph is drawn from the last words of His Hiding Place is Darkness in its current draft. 
